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Selections from Rediscovering 
the West: An Inquiry into 
Nothingness and Relatedness 
I~ontinue to h~ve faith in th: transformative power of hberal educatiOn as a pract1ce. Out of direct experi-
ence with my students and colleagues I have evidence of 
the capacity of the Socratic method of dialectical inquiry 
to enable us to turn around from the shadows of illusion 
' and move out of the Platonic "cave of ignorance" and 
into the light of being fully human. My experience has 
been that this essential turning around ofliberal educa-
tion, from illusion to reality, can happen within a fairly 
wide range of institutional and pedagogical options 
such that what is fundamental to the practice ofliberal 
education is somewhat illusive. David Bromwich has 
made this point in an illuminating way: 
Another name for the subject of debate about the 
humanities today is "liberal education."The phrase 
is still in common use because it has a sound that 
is flattering to Americans. But, in practice, the 
thing has never been as common as the phrase. The 
process it names cannot, in fact, be formulated as 
an official policy or embodied in a state curriculum, 
for it describes a tacit way of thinking and acting 
in a moral community. A liberal education tries 
to assure the persistence of a culture of responsive 
individuals-people who, in the course of the long 
experiment in learning, will have discovered the 
habits of attention that will make it possible to be 
at once thoughtful and critical citizens. 
In relation to basic Western educational experience, 
from secondary schools through the university, the 
occasions and conditions of thought and action which 
lead to and sustain this experience of attention or 
attentiveness, most arguments about curriculum and 
discussions of the philosophy of education and "science 
of learning" are pale at best, frustrating distractions 
at worst. Though these discussions and the endless 
commission reports they generate sometimes contain 
statements to the effect that finally everything depends 
on the practice of the teacher and the immediate 
conduct of the clas! 
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J u t  o f  d i r e c t  e x p e r i -
J e s  I  h a v e  e v i d e n c e  o f  
l  o f  d i a l e c t i c a l  i n q u i r y  
. e  s h a d o w s  o f i l l u s i o n ,  
v e  o f  i g n o r a n c e "  a n d  
1 .  M y  e x p e r i e n c e  h a s  
u n c i  o f l i b e r a l  e d u c a -
a p p e n  w i t h i n  a  f a i r l y  
p e d a g o g i c a l  o p t i o n s  
h e  p r a c t i c e  o f l i b e r a l  
> a v i d  B r o m w i c h  h a s  
~way: 
c  d e b a t e  a b o u t  t h e  
a t i o n . " T h e  p h r a s e  
t  h a s  a  s o u n d  t h a t  
: ,  i n  p r a c t i c e ,  t h e  
a s  t h e  p h r a s e . T h e  
b e  f o r m u l a t e d  a s  
1  s t a t e  c u r r i c u l u m ,  
L n k i n g  a n d  a c t i n g  
u  e d u c a t i o n  t r i e s  
t u r e  o f  r e s p o n s i v e  
c o u r s e  o f  t h e  l o n g  
r e  d i s c o v e r e d  t h e  
e  i t  p o s s i b l e  t o  b e  
L t i z e n s .  
c a t i o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  
t h e  u n i v e r s i t y ,  t h e  
h t  a n d  a c t i o n  w h i c h  
1 c e  o f  a t t e n t i o n  o r  
o u t  c u r r i c u l u m  a n d  
u c a t i o n  a n d  " s c i e n c e  
t r a t i n g  d i s t r a c t i o n s  
r 1 s  a n d  t h e  e n d l e s s  
s o m e t i m e s  c o n t a i n  
e v e r y t h i n g  d e p e n d s  
n d  t h e  i m m e d i a t e  
c o n d u c t  o f  t h e  c l a s s r o o m ,  t h e y  m o s t l y  s l i d e  o f f  o f  t h i s  
p o i n t ,  i n t o  s t a t e m e n t s  t h a t  a r e  e i t h e r  m e r e l y  t h e o r e t i -
c a l  o r  c o n c e r n  s h a l l o w  t e c h n i q u e .  L i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  a s  
n o t  j u s t  i n f o r m a t i o n  b u t  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ,  i s  m i s s e d  i n  
e i t h e r  c a s e .  W h a t  i s  m i s s i n g  i s  t h e  s e n s e  i n  w h i c h ,  a s  
W h i t e h e a d  s a y s ,  " t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  e d u c a t i o n  i s  t h a t  i t  b e  
r e l i g i o u s . "  
B u t  w h a t  i s  t h a t  i l l u s i v e  c e n t e r  o f  p r a c t i c e  i n  l i b e r a l  
e d u c a t i o n ,  t h i s  a t t e n t i v e n e s s ,  a n d  i n  w h a t  s e n s e  i s  i t  
r e l i g i o u s ?  B r o m w i c h ,  a g a i n ,  t h i s  t i m e  t h r o u g h  h i s  c i t a -
t i o n  o f  M i c h a e l  O a k e s h o t t ,  h e l p s :  
P e r h a p s  w e  m a y  t h i n k  [ o f  t h e  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  a  
c u l t u r e ]  a s  v o i c e s ,  e a c h  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  a  d i s t i n c t  
a n d  c o n d i t i o n a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  w o r l d  a n d  a  
d i s t i n c t  i d i o m  o f  h u m a n  s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  a n d  
o f  t h e  c u l t u r e  i t s e l f  a s  t h e s e  v o i c e s  j o i n e d ,  a s  s u c h  
v o i c e s  c o u l d  o n l y  b e  j o i n e d ,  i n  a  c o n v e r s a t i o n - a n  
e n d l e s s  u n r e h e a r s e d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a d v e n t u r e  i n  
w h i c h ,  i n  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  w e  e n t e r  i n t o  a  v a r i e t y  o f  
m o d e s  o f  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  w o r l d  a n d  o u r s e l v e s  
a n d  a r e  n o t  d i s c o n c e r t e d  b y  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  o r  
d i s m a y e d  b y  t h e  i n c o n c l u s i v e n e s s  o f  i t  a l l .  A n d  
p e r h a p s  w e  m a y  r e c o g n i z e  l i b e r a l  l e a r n i n g  a s ,  a b o v e  
a l l  e l s e ,  a n  e d u c a t i o n  i n  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  a n  i n i t i a t i o n  
i n t o  t h e  a r t  o f  t h i s  c o n v e r s a t i o n  i n  w h i c h  w e  l e a r n  
t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  v o i c e s .  
C o n v e r s a t i o n  I S  t h e  p r a c t i c e  . .  . I  w o u l d  o n l y  a d d  t o  
w h a t  O a k e s h o t t  s a y s  t h a t  c o n v e r s a t i o n  i s  t h a t  m o d e  o f  
h u m a n  i n t e r a c t i o n  i n  w h i c h  t r u t h  i n  t h e  G r e e k  s e n s e  
o f  A - L E T H E I A  o c c u r s ,  t r u t h  a s  d i s c l o s u r e ,  t h e  u n v e i l -
i n g  o f  r e a l i t y - a n d  o f  r e a l  o r  a u t h e n t i c  e x p e r i e n c e .  I t  
i s  i n  t h i s  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  d i a l e c t i c a l  i n q u i r y  
t h a t  i s  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  b e c o m e s  r e l i g i o u s :  t h r o u g h  t h e  
c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  t h r o u g h  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  " m o r a l  c o m -
m u n i t y "  t h a t  c u l t i v a t e s  " h a b i t s  o f  a t t e n t i o n , "  w e  c o m e  
i n t o  c o n t a c t  w i t h  b o t h  r e a l i t y  i t s e l f  a n d  o u r  d e e p e s t  s e l f  
- a n d  t h e  p o i n t  o f  c o n t a c t  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o .  ' ' A t t e n t i v e -
n e s s "  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  m o m e n t  i n  w h i c h  t h i s  o c c u r s .  
H o w  f a r  o u r  w o r l d  h a s  m o v e d  a w a y  f r o m  d i a l e c t i c  a n d  
c o n v e r s a t i o n  w a s  b r o u g h t  h o m e  t o  m e  o n e  d a y  w h e n  
a  c o l l e a g u e  a p p e a r e d  i n  m y  o f f i c e  i n  d e s p a i r .  T h i s  p a r -
t i c u l a r  c o l l e a g u e  i s  a  t e a c h e r  a n d  a  p u b l i c  p e r s o n ,  o n e  
w h o  i s  p r o f o u n d l y  s e r i o u s  a b o u t  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  l i b e r a l  
e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d  w h o  h a s  s e r v e d  o n  u n i v e r s i t y  c o m m i t -
S y m p o s i u m  o n  L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  
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tees for many years in a way that has caused him to be 
described as a "moral center," a consistent voice against 
"politics" in the low sense as mere acquisition of"turf." 
He has stood for "the public" as the open and free space 
in which human beings can be present to one another in 
the full complexity of their similarity and difference, in 
the relatedness of dialectic. The focus of his despair on 
this particular day was not the limitations of students, 
as is so frequently the complaint of faculty today, but 
rather the university itself, what it has become, how it 
has moved from the genuine politics of conversation 
and the public of learning community to a relativistic 
chaos, a "war of all against all," a situation in which 
the public, in the essential sense of this word, is all but 
completely lost. 
He had with him two books. One was Barbara 
Herrnstein Smith's Contingencies of Value, published by 
Harvard University Press. My colleague pointed with 
astonished urgency to her central thesis about "the 
inexorability of economic accounting in and throughout 
every aspect of human-and not only human-exis-
tence," and her argument against "the recurrent impulse 
to dream an escape from economy."To this author that 
escape is impossible; the university-and the world 
-are essentially about the economics of separative 
individualism and exchange. 
The other volume was Ellen Rooney's Seductive 
Reasoning, published by Cornell University Press, with 
its aspiration "to be an instance of anti-pluralist practice, 
to break with pluralism in the very act of disclosing its 
ideological ground." Her point is that "pluralism pro-
duces seductive reasoning, that is, produces reason as a 
universal seduction. Pluralism defines reason itself as 
the assumption of the theoretical possibility of general 
persuasion." Her argument is against the "seduction'' of 
reason and for an "emphasis on the gesture of exclusion 
[that is] based on a critical awareness that historically 
irreducible interests divide .... " She gives an example of 
what this amounts to from a classroom in which stu-
dents refuse to take a text seriously. At first the professor 
chastises them, but then "acknowledges the force of 
their 'frivolous' reading and their indifference."To this 
my colleague responded with a horrified exclamation: 
"We are guilty of 'universal seduction' by making stu-
dents read well enough to understand a text?!" 
My colleague wen 
of what David Brom 
suspicion" that is tak 
culture at large. The ' 
the conservative "cult 
Enlightenment ideal' 
a choice between the ' 
sacred and the liberal 
session of some utility 
is always partial, alwa 
points out that Smith 
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a s  c a u s e d  h i m  t o  b e  
s i s t e n t  v o i c e  a g a i n s t  
1 c q u i s i t i o n  o f " t u r f "  
o p e n  a n d  f r e e  s p a c e  
: n t  t o  o n e  a n o t h e r  i n  
t y  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e ,  i n  
: u s  o f  h i s  d e s p a i r  o n  
i t a t i o n s  o f  s t u d e n t s ,  
J f  f a c u l t y  t o d a y ,  b u t  
h a s  b e c o m e ,  h o w  i t  
t i c s  o f  c o n v e r s a t i o n  
n i t y  t o  a  r e l a t i v i s t i c  
s i t u a t i o n  i n  w h i c h  
t h i s  w o r d ,  i s  a l l  b u t  
O n e  w a s  B a r b a r a  
' V a l u e ,  p u b l i s h e d  b y  
e a g u e  p o i n t e d  w i t h  
1  t h e s i s  a b o u t  " t h e  
g i n  a n d  t h r o u g h o u t  
o n l y  h u m a n - e x i s -
l e  r e c u r r e n t  i m p u l s e  
' T o  t h i s  a u t h o r  t h a t  
t y - a n d  t h e  w o r l d  
) m i c s  o f  s e p a r a t i v e  
R o o n e y ' s  S e d u c t i v e  
1 i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  w i t h  
1 t i  - p l u r a l i s t  p r a c t i c e ,  
a c t  o f  d i s c l o s i n g  i t s  
: h a t  " p l u r a l i s m  p r o -
r o d u c e s  r e a s o n  a s  a  
n e s  r e a s o n  i t s e l f  a s  
o s s i b i l i t y  o f  g e n e r a l  
s t  t h e  " s e d u c t i o n "  o f  
g e s t u r e  o f  e x c l u s i o n  
e s s  t h a t  h i s t o r i c a l l y  
g i v e s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  
· o o m  i n  w h i c h  s t u -
\ . t  f i r s t  t h e  p r o f e s s o r  
l e d g e s  t h e  f o r c e  o f  
t d i f f e r e n c e . " T o  t h i s  
T i f i e d  e x c l a m a t i o n :  
1 o n '  b y  m a k i n g  s t u -
n d  a  t e x t ? ! "  
M y  c o l l e a g u e  w e n t  o n :  t h e s e  a u t h o r s  a r e  e x a m p l e s  
o f  w h a t  D a v i d  B r o m w i c h  r e f e r s  t o  a s  t h e  " c u l t u r e  o f  
s u s p i c i o n ' '  t h a t  i s  t a k i n g  o v e r  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  
c u l t u r e  a t  l a r g e .  T h e  c u l t u r e  o f  s u s p i c i o n  r e j e c t s  b o t h  
t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  " c u l t u r e  o f  a s s e n t "  a n d  t h e  l i b e r a l  o r  
E n l i g h t e n m e n t  i d e a l  o f  p e r s u a s i v e  r e a s o n :  " F a c e d  w i t h  
a  c h o i c e  b e t w e e n  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  b e l i e f  t h a t  c u l t u r e  i s  
s a c r e d  a n d  t h e  l i b e r a l  b e l i e f  t h a t  i t  i s  a  c o m m o n  p o s -
s e s s i o n  o f  s o m e  u t i l i t y ,  t h e  t r u l y  s u s p i c i o u s  r e p l y  t h a t  i t  
i s  a l w a y s  p a r t i a l ,  a l w a y s  c o m p r o m i s e d . "  M y  c o l l e a g u e  
p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  S m i t h  a n d  R o o n e y  a r e  e s t a b l i s h e d  f i g -
u r e s ,  w r i t i n g  u n d e r  t h e  i m p r i n t  o f  o l d  a n d  p r e s t i g i o u s  
p u b l i s h e r s ,  w r i t i n g  b o o k s  t h a t  a r e  u n a b a s h e d l y  a n t i h u -
m a n i s t  a n d  a n t i E n l i g h t e n m e n t .  
I n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h i s  d i s t u r b i n g  n e w  c u l t u r e  m y  c o l l e a g u e  
i d e n t i f i e s  a  p a s s a g e  i n  w h i c h  o n e  o f  t h e  a u t h o r s  c o n f e s s e s  
t h a t  s h e  h e r s e l f  i s  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  r e c e n t  u n i v e r s i t y  l i f e ,  
c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  " w i d e - r a n g i n g  p o l i t i c a l  a g i t a t i o n  f r o m  
t h e  l e f t  i n  c o n c e r t  w i t h  d i s c i p l i n a r y  u p h e a v a l ,  t h e  f a l l  
i n t o  t h e o r y ,  a n d  a  n u m b e r  o f  c o n s c i o u s l y  p o l i t i c i z e d  
c r i t i c a l  a n d  t h e o r e t i c a l  m o v e m e n t s . "  A s  s u c h  s h e  h a s  
h a d  n o  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  t h e  l i b e r a l  c u l t u r e  t h a t  B r o m -
w i c h  s e e k s  t o  r e v i v e  a n d  e x t e n d ,  w i t h  w h a t  h e  c a l l s  t h e  
p a r a d o x  o f  a  " n o n r e s t r i c t i v e  t r a d i t i o n , " " a  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  i s  
n o t  t h e  p r o p e r t y  o f  a n y  p a r t y , "  o n e  t h a t  i s  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  
p r e s u p p o s i t i o n  o f  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n :  
A  t r a d i t i o n  o n  t h i s  v i e w ,  f a r  f r o m  b e i n g  f i x e d  
f o r e v e r ,  m a y  b e  s h a p e d  b y  t h e  v o l u n t a r y  c h o i c e s  o f  
r e a d e r s  a n d  t h i n k e r s .  I n d e e d ,  i t  e x i s t s  n o t  o n l y  a s  
s o m e t h i n g  t o  k n o w ,  b u t  a s  s o m e t h i n g  t o  i n t e r p r e t  
a n d  r e f o r m .  B u t  a  d i f f i c u l t  p a r a d o x  h o l d s  t o g e t h e r  
t h e  i d e a  o f  a  n o n r e s t r i c t i v e  t r a d i t i o n .  B e f o r e  i t  
c a n  b e  r e f o r m e d  i n t e l l i g e n t l y ,  i t  m u s t  b e  k n o w n  
a d e q u a t e l y ;  a n d  y e t ,  u n l e s s  o n e  r e a l i z e s  f i r s t  t h a t  
i t  C A N  b e  r e f o r m e d ,  o n e  w i l l  c o m e  t o  k n o w  i t  
o n l y  a s  a  m a t t e r  o f  r o t e - w i t h  t h e  r e s u l t  t h a t  t h e  
k n o w l e d g e  o f  t r a d i t i o n  w i l l  s e e m s  a s  u n i m a g i n a t i v e  
a  b u s i n e s s  a s  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  a n  a l p h a b e t  o r  a  
c a t e c h i s m .  D i f f i c u l t  a s  i t  i s ,  t h e  l i b e r a l  u n d e r s t a n d -
i n g  o f  a  t r a d i t i o n  w a s  f o r  a  l o n g  t i m e  p r o m o t e d  b y  
A m e r i c a n  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  s h a r e d  b y  p u b l i c  s e r v a n t s ,  
e x e m p l i f i e d  b y  a r t i s t s ,  c r i t i c s ,  a n d  f r e e l a n c e  c i t i z e n s .  
T h e  p r o c e s s  o f  s i f t i n g  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  s t i l l  c o n t i n u e s ,  
o r  w e  w o u l d  b e  d e a d  a s  a  s o c i e t y .  O u r  a g r e e m e n t  
t h a t  i t  o u g h t  t o  c o n t i n u e ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  w e a k e r  n o w  
S y m p o s i u m  o n  L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  
t h a n  i t  h a s  b e e n  f o r  s e v e r a l  
g e n e r a t i o n s .  
W h a t  w e  s e e  w i t h  S m i t h  a n d  
R o o n e y ,  t h e n ,  i s  a  f o r g e t t i n g  o f  a n d  
h e n c e  f a i l u r e  t o  t r a n s m i t  t h e  e s s e n c e  
o f  t r a d i t i o n  i n  t h i s  n o n r e s t r i c t i v e  
s e n s e .  I n  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  a n y  o t h e r  
c o h e r e n t  s e n s e  o f  t r a d i t i o n ,  e d u c a -
t i o n  a n d  c u l t u r e  a r e  b o t h  r e d u c e d  
t o  i n t e r a c t i o n s  o f  s e l f - i n t e r e s t  a n d  
i r r e s o l v a b l e  c o n f l i c t ,  d e s c e n d i n g  t o  
t h e  l o w  l e v e l  o f " m i g h t  m a k e s  r i g h t , "  
r e f l e c t i n g  " t h e  g r o w i n g  d i s t r u s t  i n  
A m e r i c a  o f  a n y  c o m m o n  d i s c o u r s e . "  
A m i d s t  t h e  c l a s h i n g  o f  i n t e r e s t s ,  
t h e r e  i s  n o  r o o m  f o r  n o n r e s t r i c t i v e  
t r a d i t i o n ,  s o m e t h i n g  s h a r e d  t h a t  c a n  
b e  i n t e r p r e t e d  a n d  r e f o r m e d .  I n  s u c h  
a  c l i m a t e ,  e v e n  w h e n  n o n r e s t r i c t i v e  
t r a d i t i o n  d o e s  a p p e a r  f o r  a  m o m e n t ,  
i t  i s  q u i c k l y  r e d u c e d  t o  a  f u n c t i o n  o f  
t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h e  o n e  w h o  b r i n g s  i t  
f o r t h  i n t o  t h e  s p a c e  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n .  
A l b a n y ,  N Y :  S U N Y  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 4 . 6 2 -
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